
Biomedical Communication: An Outsider's Views 

I am honored to be here todzy to join the discussions of  this 

Institute on Advances in Bo-Medical Communications. 

Congress long interested in the health needs of this country, I have been 
As a member of 

personally gratified in the past few years by the successes of OUT medical 

research programs, by the increased responsibility shown by Congress in 

protecting and advancing the health of this nation, and by the priority 

being given to proposed legislation designed to bolster both this research 

and i t s  application to the national health needs. 

biomedical communications is an absolute "must" t o  the success of any such 

An effective system of 

program, and I a n  particularly pleased to have this opportunity to examine 

some aspects of  these matters with those who are experts in communication 

problems. 

'phis nation is justly proud of its medical research progress. The 

great epidemic diseases, which once swept over the country Leaving behind 

broad wakes of pan and tragic loss of life, have been brought under con- 

trol, 

20 years, and, day by day, painstaking research is adding to the sum of  ou r  

knowledge. These past achievements *- and the hope that research holds for 

the future -make me greatly concerned about anything that threatens t o  

limit f'urther progress in improving the health of our people, 

In the past half century Life expectancy has increased by more than 
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Now, the communications problem poses such a threat. Although this 

problem has been defined in terms of two major components -- among scientists 
and between the scientists and the practitioners -- it seems to me that 
any such distinction is essentially artificial. As an outsider -- as a 
layman interested in health communications - I believe that alz facets of 

scientific communications are intertwined and must be considered, each in 

the light of the other. And then I would like to throw out some questions 

f o r  your consideration, somewhat as I have so often had the pleasure of 

doing while listening to expert testimony at the yearly Congressional 

appropriations hearings. I w i l l  be much interested in your reaction, 

Both the researcher and physician are suffering from the fact that 

the massive growth of scientific knowledge has clogged our  old channels of 

communication. 

recent origin. 

to me, s m e d  up the problem neatly. 

there were only ten journals to record the research results of the scientific 

Like m y  of our problems today, this one is of rather 

No doubt all of you are familiar with a recent survey which, 

It s e a  that in the 18th Century 

world -- and tohy there are 5O,OOO, 
year 2000 there will be almost one million journals in publication. 

Further, it is estimated that by t h e  

In 

the 19th Century, in order to make possible coverage of the 300 journals 

they had, abstract journals began to appear, Now there are 300 abstract 

journals -- and journals which abstract abstracts are appearing, 

Again - as with so many of today's problems -- modern technology pro- 
vides us with some new means to deal with our problems. 

between scientists, educators, physicians and communications people, modern 

information retrieval. systems came into being but have hardly yet come into 

their own. 

After discussions 
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One such system, of course, is the Medical Literature Analysis and 

Retrieval System -- MEDLARS --which was established a couple of years 
ago by the National Library of M&icine right up on the Pike. 

system, as you know, will permit hundreds of medical research articles to 

be indexed daily by language, date, title, and subject matter - then be 

This 

retrieved by the computer in answering questions of 'individual research 

installations concerning new publications bearing on their immediate pro- 

blem. The MEDLARS system also has the capacity to compile and print 

bibliographies of papers currently being published in numerous areas of 

specialization and research+ 

Unfortunately, the national Library of Medicine is the only library 

in the nation with these capabilities. Therefore, these bibliographies 

can be provided only upon request t o  practicing physicians as well as to 

research scientists. The recent report of the President's Commission on 

Beart; Disease, Cancer and Stroke found the "present state of most medical 

libraries in the United S t a b s  is lamentable, large* because librarians 

have not received their due share of the greatly increased attention 

and fYinding for research," The Commission warned that unless something 

was done to improve o u r  national medical library base, our increased 

growth in scientific knowledge will become an "exercise in f'utili'cy." 

Partly as a result of the recommendations of this Commission I have 

recently introduced a measure into the Eouse - identical with a measure 
introduced in the Senate by my esteemed colleage, 

Senator H i l l  --which, I believe, will do much to correct 'c;his deplorable 

situation. 
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T h i s  b i l l  -- i f  enacted - wil l  provide Federal funds t o  assist i n  

the construction and rehabili tation of medical  l ibrary facilities, the 

training of medical l ibrarians,  the conduct of research and development'in 

f i e lds  of medical library science, the expansion of basic library resources, 

the development of a national system of reg ionamedica l  Hbraries. It 

will a lso  provide f o r  the support of  non-profit biomedical publication, 

and fo r  the  establishment of branches of  the National Library of Medicine 

i n  various areas of the aation. 

If enacted, this measure wi l l  provide a vitally needed improvement 

i n  this Fiation's l i b r a r y  system. 

the f irst  time be adequately stored and indexed and an individual s c i en t i s t  

Biomedical research resu l t s  w i l l  f o r  

i n  any par t  of the country will be able t o  obtain quickly and eff ic ient ly  

both a l i s t i n g  of new a r t i c l e s  in his area of research and copies of papers 

he needs. Physicians, too,  can, upon request, obtain comprehensive 

bibliographies concerning disease conditions they wi l l  have seen i n  t h e i r  

patients. 

I am impressed by the magnitude o f  %be job t o  be done, here, and I am 

as confident'as any of you that m u c h  can be done with the  electronic devices 

at our disposal. A t  the same time I must say that, t o  me, the r e t r i eva l  of 

data i s  not the most d i f f icu l t  problem i n  communications which we face today. 

.There are other problems which seem t o  me even more basic, and each of them 

emerges from one primary consideration: the human element, 1 am convinced 

that while electronic devices are useful, it is m a ,  working together, 

u t i l i z ing  the best brains available, who are  rea l ly  the keys t o  an ultimate 

solution of the problem. 3: would l i ke  now t o  think out loud about some 

of the  problems so dependent on the human element -- and t o  get your reactions 

and suggestiuns as t o  w h a t  might be done. 
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Now 1 would not want t o  cast  aspersions on the productive sc ien t i s t s  

o f  the mtion, but w h a t  can be done t o  assuye that vhat you are retrieving 

is worth retrieving? 

Almost as much has been heard about the "publicatio-11 explosion" as 

If about the "population explozbn, 

the 7nina o f  an e d i t o r b 1  writer on the m e w  York Times recently wben he 

suggested tha t  more thought uag'at t o  be given t o  " ' b b t h  control techniques" 

i n  the  f i e ld  of s c i en t i f l c  pb l l ca t ion .  

"~bl ish-or-per ish" syxdrome causes the publication of papers wbich have 

l i t t l e  sc i en t i f i c  a e r i t  and these papers help glut the re t r ieva l  mechanism? 

and ars impossible t o  different ia te  by purely mechanical method;. 

been assured by those coqeten t  t o  judge i n  various fields that papers have 

appeared which were rushed into pr in t  before the research results actually 

warranted distribution -- and that t h i s  is continuing, 

continue unless something is doze about it, 

1-8.m sure 'chat t h i s  associatrLon was in 

There is no doubt that' the 

7: have 

It is l ike ly  t o  

1 h o w  that editors of 

sc i en t i r t c  journals  are being urged t o  raise t h e i r  standards Tor publicatiorj  

1 wonder if  any members of th is  graup are in a position t o  add their voices 

t o  such urging? 

t o  off'er -- you mast  h v e  considered this  problem -- and I would be interested 

t o  hear what you think. 

I wonder, too, if t h i s  group has other pract ical  suggestions 

\ 

Directly re la ted t o  the question of' the quali ty of the sc ien t i f ic  work 

is  the question of whether the p p z r  is w e l l  written, 

it said that a hi& proportion of sc ien t i f ic  p 9 e r s  ari? e w e l l  written, or 

A g a i n ,  I have beard 

not w e l l  enow@ written. If a sc ien t i f ic  pqxxr cannot be understood, it 

should not be published and might as well not be retrieved, 

doing about t h i s  ? 

What is anyone 
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1 bow t h a t  the  American Meaical Association -- i n  an unusually 

fomrib looklng  ef for t  -- is doing something on its own about t h i s  problein. 

Two years ago the AN% -- i n  cooperation w i t h  the School of Journalism a t  

Northmstern University -- began sponsoring a sumraer Ins t i tu te  on -3kSical 

Writing f o r  inedical students snd physicians. Through t h i s  Ins t i tu te  (wLich 

w i l l  be offered awin th i s  summer) young sc ien t i s t s  a r e  trained t o  communi- 

cate aoye clear ly  and a m  glven a g ra t e r  understanding of the purpose of 

medical jourAmlism and medical writing. 

It I s  tragfc but no doubt t m e  that in  the massive number of -gapers 

being pilblished today many significant findings are  l o s t  because they &re 

s o  badly presented tha t  they are not properly understood. why can we not 

have other and larger e f for t s  t o  t r a i n  sc ien t i s t s  and physicians t o  be 

cometent writers? 

Yet well-written papers on high quality research -- however w e l l  

indexed and made available t o  other researchers -- w i l l  not help the 

pmcticlng physician who does not have the time t o  spend i n  the Iibrary. 

For him, the collection of data alone is not enongh, 

enormous amount of data pmduced each year requires talented and scienti-  

To organize the 

fically trained medical writers,  Such writers ari: todny taking laboratory 

results -- t ranslat ing and sutmmrlzing -- putting them in a form so  tha t  

the practicing physician can read and imderstand. It is significant that 

almost without exception, t h i s  gap @s been f i l l e d  -- not by sc ien t i s t s  -- 
but by people with l i t t l e  sc ien t i f ic  backgi-ound but e a e r t  a t  commnicnting 

f ac t s  and ideas. Thus, ~l whole new f i e ld  of publications aimed a t  the 

physician has grown up i n  the last 15 years t o  help the busy fkmily doctor 

keep abreast of the l a t e s t  advances. 

t i on  i s  being mda of t h i s  c a p b i l f t y  i n  comunication? 

I wonder if you think enou& ut i l iza-  

What more mightbe done? 
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Let  me come back t o  the sc ien t i s t s  i n  the labora tor ies  of  t h i s  

country. A t  the heart of t5e matter is  t h i s  question: how does the 

bench sc i en t i s t  f ind out vhat h i s  colleagues are doing? 

said that those who t a l k  most about the comunicatiom "cr is is"  are the 

I have heard it 

professional comunicators, not the  psofessioml scient is ts ,  The argument 

suns that the men who a re  doing the moat exciting work i n  any f i e l d  know 

w h t  t he i r  counterparts a re  dobg, through personal corsespondeme w i t h  

each other, throug3 personal contacts a t  national and internat ioml meetlngs, 

long before any paper is published on the resul ts  of research i n  progress. 

In 1964 the Xobel prize was awarded t o  tvo sc ien t i s t s  working i n  the same 

research area although they ware geograp5icaU.y half-a-vorld apart. 1% 

is a f a i r  assumption tha t  these two did not work in ignorance of each other's 

l a t e s t  findings, nor did they w a i t  f o r  a new contribution t o  the l i t e ra ture  

t o  learn what the other had done. I am f a i r l y  certain, too, that  the men 

w30 are today opening up the new genetics a re  w e 1 1  aware of what theSr 

colleagues a re  doing, whether they a re  i n  Condon, New York City, Chicago, 

or a t  the  National I m t i t u t e s  of Health here i n  Bethesda. 

This leads me t o  one last question: Has any survey been made t o  

determirie how -the laboratory sc i en t i s t  feels about the eominunications 

"cr is is?"  

on the Frontiers of the  unknom think it is essent ia l  that they see every 

Have numerous surveys determined that these men who are working 

possible piece of relevant data, if they aye t o  be successful? 

that they a r e  not now as  aware of  a l l  the related work as they need t o  be? 

Do they fear 

1 don't know the answers t o  these questions, but there are  probably a n s w e r s  -- 
and good ones -- that you can provlde t o  me, k t h e  course of t h i s  Inst i tute .  
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During my 18 years of service on the House S u b c o d t t e e  which reviews 

Federd health expenditures 1 have exerted every e f for t  t o  enhance t h i s  

nation’s efforts i n  the medical research. 1 have heard some doubts raised 

concerning the long-range effect  of the information r e t r i eva l  e f for t .  

Surely any s y s t e m  OF biomedtcax comunication must evolve t o  advance research 

not t o  s t i f le  It, Perhaps 1 can illustrate t h i s  concern with an example 

once to ld  t o  me by an able and well-’xnom scient i f ic  administrator. 

It seem that there were two laboratories, each headed by equally 

able  scient is ts .  In one laboratory the ass i s tan ts  -- when they came up 

with an idea -- were to ld  t o  go t o  the l ib rary  and thoroug’nly search the 

literature before beginnltng a p,roject, h the  other laboratory the 

assis tants  were instructed t o  p.&n t h e i r  projects and proceed with research, 

allowing on ly  m2nimal time for l i t e r a tu re  searching. The first laboratory, 

1 a m  told, never duplicated any research, but it was the other laboratory 

tha t  =de outstanding research contributions. 

T o  me, the moral of this story is that it my be just as w e l l  for a 

sc i en t i s t  not t o  know that what he is attezqting has been attempted before 

and was found t o  be impossible - because he m y  attempt it and do the 

“impossible.” I do not believe tha t  first-rate sc ien t i s t s  w i l l  ever be 

discouraged f r o m  t h i s  by whatever they my read -- but others, who my hav? 

considerable potent ia l  for izlaking discoveries, may be discouraged a t  a very 

c r i t l c a l  point i n  t h e i r  careers, 1 a m  concerned that t h i s  mi-ght happen, 

and I cannot help wondering i f  those of you here have given some thought 

t o  the  possible event-ml op t l am s ize  of a l l  infomation r e t r i eva l  operations? 

And have you considered possible inherent defects i n  the wlde-ranging systems 

you are conceiving tod3y for  use tomxrow and the day a f t e r  tomorrow? 
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I have spoken straightforwardly, here, thia af’ternoon. The fac t  

1s t ha t  -- on topics tha t  d b e c t l y  concern the xzedical research progress 

of t h i s  nation and the health of its people -- I f e e l  strongly. 

that you w l l L  real lze  tha t  1 a m  a most friendly c r i t i c  of your endeavors -- 
1 am asking Tor W o r m t i o n  t o  answer both your c r i t i c s  and t o  provide myself 

with a f h e r  basis upon which t o  stand when others ra i se  these questions 

i n  I~~JT presence. 

opportunity t o  get it than nov. 

its many aspects, and I am sure that you -- for your par t  -- w i l l  w&come 

t h i s  ogportunity t o  educate me, 

I believe 

I a m  seeking informtion. I can think of no better 

You are spec ia l i s t s  in communications and 

I want t o  thank you f o r  sharing your platform with me today. And 1 

want t o  assure you that I stand rsady t o  do anything in my power t o  help 

assure that the receni; great strides made i n  biomedical. research w i l l  not 

be negated o r  even attenuated by fau l ty  cammimications. 


